Abstract
Figure 4
In the afternoon of Dec. 2nd, a private company was installing a lightning protection system in the area of three connected 3-story condos in Wilhelmsburg, Austria. Around 3pm, while installing the electrical grounding, the drill hit a 21/2" (7cm) gaspipe. Alerted by the typical gas odor, the crew immediately alerted the gas delivery contractor. (Austria has a unique "gas alert hotline", phone number 128.) 3 specialists from the gas company were on the spot within minutes. The electrical power supply was shut down immediately. Since gas odor could be detected in the surrounding houses, the whole block of 3-story buildings was evacuated. After repair work on the ruptured gas pipe was completed, the evacuated houses were checked for residual gas according to regulations. When no gas could be detected anymore, the tenants were allowed to return into their homes.
A little over three hours later, the city of Wilhelmsburg was roused by a big explosion: one of the buildings in the condo complex that was evacuated earlier in the afternoon had been totally destroyed. All that was left to see for the arriving helpers was a 15ft (5m) pile of debris. First guesses expected 30 to 40 people buried in the rubble, with little hope for survival, since the brick building collapsed in a manner that left almost no cavities. Nevertheless, the responsible rescue troops decided to use manual labor exclusively to excavate the debris, foregoing the use of heavy construction equipment. Soon, the first two dead victims were discovered. But then, still during the night, the first survivor was discovered. The 76 year old woman could only be saved by an on-site emergency amputation of her legs. A little later, a 15 year old girl was found with only minor injuries. The residents of the city aptly named this event "the Christmas miracle of Wilhelmsburg". Three days later, the older woman was still considered critical whereas the girl was released from the intensive care unit. All in all, losses were much less than originally anticipated; the 9th and last victim was found 27 hours after the explosion.
The explosion was probably caused by an inflow of gas that ignited in the basement of the middle building. The force of the explosion caused the walls of the basement to buckle outward, thus damaging one of the surrounding buildings to such an extent that became critically unstable.
A total of over 1000 persons were involved in the rescue mission, including medical emergency teams, fire brigades, police and Austrian army forces, and dog teams with 30 search-and -rescue dogs. The efforts of the rescue teams were well coordinated. However, members of the public media were all over the place. Unfortunately, nobody attempted to coordinate the contact with the media. The surrounding hospitals were alerted immediately. Treatment capacities were augmented in anticipation of things to come but were finally not needed. First, there were only two survivors, and second, other victims would have arrived at the hospitals in widely spaced time intervals, due to the difficulties and slow nature of the rescue work.
An interesting detail concerning the rescue: While the emergency physician-in-charge and the chief of the medical team were wearing high visibility vests with yellow markings, the chief of the fire brigade was wearing just dark clothing. It was almost impossible to find him in the crowd of helpers.
The facts that people were evacuated during the afternoon and allowed to return later only to be blown up and buried, invariably lead to questions of responsibility/liability. The investigation showed that the gas company and the lightning protection installer had acted strictly according to their regulations. Therefore, they could not be held accountable for negligence. The cause of the accident is currently attributed to unfortunate circumstances. 
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